We used data from a national survey to examine arrest rate disparities between African American and White adolescents (aged 12-17 years; n = 6725) in relation to drug-related and other illegal behaviors. African American adolescents were less likely than Whites to have engaged in drug use or drug selling, but were more likely to have been arrested. Racial disparities in adolescent arrest appear to result from differential treatment of minority youths and to have long-term negative effects on the lives of affected
We used data from a national survey to examine arrest rate disparities between African American and White adolescents (aged 12-17 years; n = 6725) in relation to drug-related and other illegal behaviors. African American adolescents were less likely than Whites to have engaged in drug use or drug selling, but were more likely to have been arrested. Racial disparities in adolescent arrest appear to result from differential treatment of minority youths and to have long-term negative effects on the lives of affected African American youths. (Am J Public Health. 2012;102:1307-1310. doi:10. 2105/AJPH.2012.300699) Racial disparities in the juvenile and criminal justice systems are important in both criminology and public health. African American youths have higher rates of arrest and detention than White youths. 1---4 The US governmental policies known collectively as the War on Drugs have contributed significantly to increases in rates of arrest and incarceration, especially of African Americans, 5---13 although rates of substance use and abuse among African Americans are either similar to 14, 15 or even lower than those of Whites. 16 Two main hypotheses address the overrepresentation of racial/ethnic minorities in the juvenile and criminal justice systems: (1) the "differential offending" hypothesis (that this overrepresentation generally reflects racial and ethnic differences in the incidence, seriousness, and persistence of engagement in delinquent and criminal behavior) and (2) the "differential treatment" hypothesis (that this overrepresentation is attributable to inequities-intended or unintended-in justice system practices as they affect particular populations). 2,17---20 We used data from a nationally representative survey of youths to examine the relationship of substance use and other illegal behaviors with arrest among African American and White youths to better understand racial disparities in arrest by testing whether the differential offending hypothesis or the differential treatment hypothesis best explains observed disparities, and by examining the longitudinal impact of arrest in adolescence on educational attainment.
METHODS
Data for the analyses came from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97). 21 Our baseline sample included 6725 youths (aged 12---17 years), of whom 4400 were White and 2325 were African American. We used a subsample of 5796 youths reinterviewed in 2003 in analyses examining high-school or general equivalency diploma (GED) completion by that year. This subsample was not found to differ significantly, other than on age, from those lost to follow-up.
We assessed arrest history at baseline (in 1997), by using a 3-category variable: no arrests, a single arrest, or multiple arrests. Respondents were asked if they had ever used alcohol or any illicit drug, and if they had ever sold drugs. A scale variable based on 6 other behavioral items represented non---substancerelated illegal behaviors. We obtained information on high-school completion in followup interviews. Other variables included child age, gender, race/ethnicity, family income, urbanicity, and 2 county-level variables: highcrime area and high county unemployment rate. 21 We compared the 2 racial groups on major sociodemographic factors and on baseline rates of arrest, substance use, and non---drug-related illegal behaviors, separately for the group aged 12 to 14 years and the group aged 15 to 17 years. We applied multinomial logistic modeling hierarchically to the 3-category arrest history outcome variable for each age group.
To examine the long-term impact of adolescent arrest on later educational attainment, we divided the 5796 White and African American respondents who remained in the study in 2003 into 4 groups, according to race and baseline arrest history, and compared the high-school (high-school diploma or GED) completion rates of the 4 groups. We used logistic regression models for high-school completion to examine the group differences. We weighted all analyses with the NLSY sample weights.
RESULTS
At the time of the baseline interview, among the 6725 youths from the 2 racial groups, 543 had been arrested at least once. African American youths were more likely than Whites to have been arrested multiple times, with rates of 3.1% versus 1.3% within the younger age group, and 6.5% versus 4.1% in the older age group (Table 1) . White youths, however, had higher rates of substance use than did African American youths. Reported drug-selling activity was also more common among White than among African American youths; this racial difference was statistically significant for the older age group.
The results of the multinomial logistic regression analyses showed that, within the younger age group, when we controlled for age and gender, African American adolescents were 2.5 times as likely as Whites to have been arrested multiple times, and 1.6 times as likely to have been arrested once (Table 2, model 1). In model 2, with substance use, drug selling, and other illegal behaviors also taken into account, race remained a significant predictor of both single and multiple arrest(s). For older youths, our results similarly indicated racial disparities in arrest that were not explainable on the basis of behavioral differentials (data not shown). Table 2 , model 3, shows that household income level, urbanicity, and county unemployment rate do partially, but do not fully, explain racial disparities in arrest among younger adolescents.
We divided the 5796 participants who remained in the sample in 2003, 6 years after the baseline interview, into 4 subgroups according to baseline arrest history and race. African Americans who had had arrest histories at baseline were more likely than their White counterparts to have failed to complete high school as of 2003 (adjusted odds ratio = 2.43; P < .001).
DISCUSSION
We examined adolescent substance use and other illegal behaviors in relation to racial disparities both in criminal justice system involvement and in educational attainment subsequent to an arrest, and tested the differential offending and differential treatment hypotheses, using data from a nationally representative community sample of youths. Consistent with previous research, 22, 23 we found that, overall, African American youths were more likely to have been arrested, and to have been arrested multiple times, than were White youths. This disparity could not be explained by differences in the 2 groups' rates of drugrelated and other illegal behaviors. The fact b We assessed county crime rate and county unemployment rate for each study participant's place of residence by using county-level geocoded crime rates and unemployment rates. 21 We used these 2 continuous variables to create a dichotomous "high-crime area" variable, and a "high county unemployment rate" variable, in each case using the 50th percentile as the cut-off point. c The respondents were asked whether they had ever (1) carried a hand gun, (2) belonged to a gang, (3) purposely damaged property, (4) stolen something worth more than $50, (5) committed other property crimes, or (6) attacked someone. The 6 items were summed to produce youths' scores on the "other illegal behaviors" scale.
that the magnitude of the race effect diminished after we adjusted for some socioeconomic factors suggests that racial disparities overlap with social class disparities. We also found that racial disparities in early juvenile or criminal justice system involvement were negatively associated with later educational attainment, indicating some long-term effects that these disparities may have on African American youths.
The study was limited by the lack of data on policing behaviors or attitudes and by its reliance on adolescents' self-reports for information on their illegal behaviors. No causal relationship can be established on the basis of these findings. However, the findings do provide policymakers, both in public health and in the justice system, with important information regarding racial disparities in arrests and their possible consequences, calling for further action aimed at reducing these disparities. j 
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